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importance of studying the full repertoire of electoral violence.
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Introduction

Violence against voters during electoral campaigns and on election day is a pervasive
and deeply troubling feature of the electoral contest in many countries. Violence in
elections comes in many shapes and forms, ranging from threats and intimidation to
rioting and lethal violence (Birch, Daxecker, and Hoglund 2020). Current efforts to
unpack the causes and consequences of electoral violence discuss how threats, in-
timidation, and coercion are used to shape how citizens participate in elections—
whether they vote and whom they vote for. Studies that systematically examine
empirical patterns of voter intimidation at the individual level are rare, meaning that
assumptions central to current theorizing remain untested at the micro-level.

Current literature presents different views on the strategic purpose of threats and
intimidation. Most scholarship assumes that coercion is primarily used to convince
citizens to abstain from voting. Yet some work also suggests that violence can be levied
strategically to convince people to turn out on election day and cast their vote for the
perpetrating party. Existing literature provides a weak foundation for adjudicating
between these perspectives, as most micro-level work has emphasized one of these
strategic logics. Moreover, most studies have focused on overt manifestations of vi-
olence and left more covert manifestations, such as threats and intimidation, aside.
Whereas most research proposes that demobilization is the modal form of violence,
carefully presented case studies from places like Zimbabwe, Burundi, and Nigeria also
support the argument that violence is sometimes used for mobilization and to enhance
turnout for the perpetrating party (Bratton 2008; LeBas 2006; Travaglianti 2014). It
may be that the strategic purpose of violence against voters is heterogeneous across the
countries and elections being studied. Just as plausible, though, is that current data,
which is heavily tilted towards event reports of overt, physical violence, has made it
challenging to consider variation in threats and intimidation in the same context,
limiting our understanding of whether and how strategic logics might co-exist.

This study presents a novel effort to consider coercive threats of voter demobili-
zation and mobilization within the same theoretical and empirical framework. To this
end, we combine descriptive evidence on the logic of mobilization and demobilization
threats coded from 20 local newspapers with novel data from a survey conducted after
the 2019 elections in West Bengal in India. This is a state that has seen intense and
oftentimes violent competition between political parties, with much of the violence
directly or indirectly aimed at voters. Mindful that electoral violence is a sensitive topic,
we ask survey respondents about their experiences using list experiments, a well-
established technique for soliciting truthful answers. Building on existing literature, we
argue that threats to mobilize voters will be levied selectively against specific indi-
viduals for the purpose of in-group policing, seeking to deter larger defection within the
parties’ electoral stronghold. Intimidation aimed at threatening citizens to abstain from
voting, on the other hand, will be more prevalent in closely contested areas where
electoral uncertainty creates large pay-offs from coercive strategies, but lack of in-
formation and control makes more selective strategies of violent in-group policing
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infeasible. In this context, we expect intimidation to manifest itself as broader targeting
aimed at directly demobilizing a larger segment of voters.

Our empirical analysis corroborates our expectations. The analysis of local news
reports shows that when intimidation is used to mobilize, it is aimed at voters at risk of
defecting in parties’ own strongholds. In contrast, threats to demobilize are aimed at
rival party voters and seem to be more common in competitive constituencies. Results
from our list experiment combined with election data at both the aggregate (parlia-
mentary constituency) and local level (polling station) confirm and nuance these
patterns. Threats to deter voters affect a higher number of citizens, compared to threats
for mobilization purposes. Whereas both of these strategies unfold in parallel within the
same electoral contest, the patterns of intimidation differ. We find that threats to
mobilize votes are more prevalent in non-competitive districts, but only in those where
the incumbent party—the Trinamool Congress (TMC)—prevails. We do not find a
similar effect for opposition strongholds, that is areas controlled by the Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP). We speculate that the state incumbent party has a greater capacity to
mobilize through coercion, stemming from the TMC’s more extensive party networks
and state control over the police. This is in line with the logic of our theoretical ar-
gument that suggests that mobilization only works where actors have the information
and capacity to selectively target individuals and to credibly monitor compliance.
Demobilization threats, on the other hand, are more prevalent in fiercely contested
parliamentary constituencies, where the margin of victory between the winner and
runner-up is small, compared to party strongholds. At the local level, however, de-
mobilization is also common in stronghold areas, indicating that demobilization seems
to be a useful tool for political actors both in their strongholds and in areas where they
face competition.

We highlight three contributions. First, we contribute to the literature on political
violence by explaining variation in the patterns—or what Gutiérrez-Sanin and Wood
(2017) aptly term repertoires—of electoral intimidation. We establish that intimidation
varies in targeting and frequency. It is used not only to punish rival partisans, that is the
already disloyal, but also to ensure continued compliance from supporters whose
loyalties are in doubt. We show that threats aimed at ensuring continued loyalty from
supporters are more common in party strongholds, which is an important corrective for
a body of literature that has largely ignored non-lethal forms of violence and assumed
that such violence is most prevalent in contested areas.

Second, we show that micro-level accounts are crucial for demonstrating variation in
intimidation, which sheds light on why effects on turnout and vote choice may not be
discernible at more aggregate levels. Our results show that voters in strongholds are
often threatened to vote for a particular candidate, while those in competitive areas
experience very few mobilization threats and predominantly deterrent threats. If threats
and violence are effective at mobilizing and demobilizing citizens, respectively, effects
on turnout at national (or even sub-national) levels could be zero. This is one plausible
explanation for why studies have found limited (or mixed) effects of election violence
on turnout (Bekoe and Burchard 2017; Hafner-Burton, Hyde, and Jablonski 2018).
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Third, we contribute to the study of covert forms of violence, which, compared to
more overt forms (inflicting physical harm), have received far less attention. Within the
growing literature on electoral violence, existing research has prioritized the study of
overt and lethal forms, where data has been more readily available, rather than covert
and non-lethal forms.! This omission is unfortunate, because harassment and intim-
idation appear prevalent (Straus and Taylor 2012, 17-18, 24). Importantly, the absence
of overt violence does not imply the absence of coercion, since locations without
observable violence could be entirely coercive or non-coercive (Mares and Young
2016, 270). Distinguishing between these scenarios requires micro-level accounts of
intimidation that are often hard to come by, but which we provide in our study.
Examining variation in the targeting and frequency of intimidation in a single context,
we are able to hold context constant while establishing distinct empirical patterns across
different types of voters and in the intensity of intimidation. The finding that
strongholds can be free of overt violence yet nevertheless highly coercive is especially
important for policymakers who—similar to academic research—have centered their
efforts on overt manifestations of electoral violence.

Existing Research

Electoral violence is violence used by political actors to “purposefully influence the
process and outcome of elections” (Birch, Daxecker, and Hoglund 2020).” While the
targets of electoral violence can be diverse, including political candidates and election
workers, a significant share tends to be directly targeted at voters with the purpose of
influencing their voting behavior.? Violence against voters can be levied strategically to
influence both whether citizens vote and whom they vote for.* Scholars who study voter
intimidation often make counter vailing claims regarding the specific purpose of the
violence and its manifestations. Whereas some build their work on the assumption that
violence is used primarily to demobilize voters likely to support the rival party, a few
scholars have also proposed that violence can be used as a mobilizing tool to coerce
people to vote in a particular way. We elaborate on these two perspectives below.
Most scholars, albeit often implicitly, assume that electoral violence is a tool to
demobilize voters (e.g., Asunka et al., 2017; Epperly et al., 2020; Gonzalez-Ocantos
et al., 2020; Gutiérrez-Romero, 2014; Miiller-Crepon, 2022; Rauschenbach and Paula,
2019). Deterring individuals from voting is generally held to be more feasible than
using coercive strategies to sway people to cast their vote for a particular party or
candidate. The secrecy of the ballot makes it much harder to monitor vote choice
compared to turn-out, the argument goes, which incentivizes violent political actors to
focus on the latter. Empirical evidence to support this claim is primarily indirect. Based
on the assumption that violence is used to disenfranchise voters, scholars predict, for
example, that voters in opposition strongholds will report higher fear of exposure to
electoral intimidation (Rauschenbach and Paula 2019, 2) and that electoral violence
will be most prevalent in the electoral stronghold of rival parties and target “swing-"" or
moderate voters specifically (Gutiérrez-Romero, 2014). Similar expectations are
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derived from theoretical models that tend to contrast incentives for coercive strategies
of voter suppression with the use of positive economic inducements for voter mo-
bilization (see e.g., Collier and Vicente 2012; Robinson and Torvik 2009).

The demobilization perspective has been supported by some studies showing a
relationship between electoral violence and lower turnout at the macro level. Anchored
in psychological theories of how fear triggers withdrawal and disengagement, research
suggests that insecurity leads to lower political participation (Valentino et al., 2011).
Because threats and coercion in the electoral environment further add to the costs of
political engagement, actors can effectively use violence to reinforce the likelihood of
voter abstention. Borzyskowski, Daxecker, and Kuhn (2022), amongst others, take the
relationship between fear of electoral violence and lower turnout as support that
electoral violence seeks to demobilize the vote. Studies have also shown that violence
alienates voters, reducing the likelihood that they will vote for a said candidate
(Gutiérrez-Romero and LeBas, 2020; Rosenzweig, 2023; Siddiqui, 2022) and en-
hancing the likelihood of voting for an opposing one (Burchard 2020). Whereas this is
consistent with the notion that one can more easily deter voting using violence, studies
may conflate the observed effect with what was the intended purpose for those per-
petrating violence. Bratton (2008, 627), for example, finds evidence that violence de
facto demobilized voters in the 2007 elections in Nigeria. He notes, however, that there
are strong reasons to believe that campaign repression was also levied to control the
party’s own membership, but that “contrary to leaders’ presumed intentions, violence
was associated with lower levels of electoral support”. Moreover, the evidence re-
garding the relationship between electoral violence and turnout suggests a more
ambiguous relationship. There is no consistent macro-level evidence to support that
more violent elections see lower levels of turnout overall, as one would assume if
violent demobilization provided the complete picture (Bekoe and Burchard 2017;
Hafner-Burton, Hyde, and Jablonski 2018).

A different perspective on the strategic logic of electoral violence is suggested by a
handful of studies describing how it is directed against voters to mobilize them both to
turn out to vote and to cast their vote in favor of the perpetrator. In addition to Bratton
(2008), whose work on Nigeria points to the presence of coercive mobilization, there is
research from Zimbabwe and Burundi suggesting that threats and intimidation were
levied against specific members of the party’s own electoral constituency to enforce
broader turnout and deter voter defection to the opponent. Drawing on evidence from
Burundi, Travaglianti (2014, vii-2) notes that “political parties used violence to signal
their strength and their ability to protect supporters, punish political defectors, and
coerce political opponents within the same ethnic group” and notes that in areas most
affected by violence, more people went to the polls. LeBas (2006, 429) makes similar
observations when studying the prevalence of government intimidation in Zimbabwe in
the early 2000s, which occurred largely where the ruling party was already strong. She
notes that violence was a strategy to consolidate power and that it had symbolic value in
terms of fostering obedience and expanding control in the regime’s own areas of
support.
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There is also cross-national evidence that speaks to repression and coercion as a tool
of mobilization. Hafner-Burton, Hyde, and Jablonski (2018), for example, explain the
association between regime-perpetrated electoral violence and the higher likelihood of
incumbent victory as evidence that repressive regimes can be efficient in “persuading”
voters to turn out and vote in their favor. There is related work on economic threats and
voter mobilization. Mares and Young (2018), for example, argue that where ballot
secrecy makes it difficult to monitor vote choice, party brokers are more likely to target
core supporters not only with positive inducements, but also with threats. They propose
that core supporters receive privileged access to entitlements and that parties mobilize
these voters at the time of election by threatening to withdraw access to these income
streams.

In sum, existing research recognizes two contrasting perspectives on the strategic
use of electoral coercion against voters. Although no study rejects the notion that voter
demobilization and mobilization could exist alongside each other, existing work has
neither theorized nor analyzed these within a joint framework as separate manifes-
tations of violence with distinct logics and patterns. This is what we will do next.

Unpacking the Repertoire of Electoral Violence: Why and
When (De)mobilization Occurs

In the following section, we unpack the repertoire of electoral violence by making a
central distinction between two distinct forms.” We propose that violent strategies to
demobilize and mobilize voters can unfold in parallel within the same electoral contest
and are used in tandem by the same actors, but expect them to follow a different logic
and thus produce distinct patterns—both when it comes to the targeting and frequency
of intimidation. While demobilization threats—using intimidation to keep voters from
the ballots—is a strategy primarily aimed at enhancing the perpetrator’s electoral
fortunes by removing votes for other parties, mobilization threats—using intimidation
to sway people to vote for them—is aimed both at increasing vote share and con-
solidating control within the perpetrators’ own constituency (also beyond immediate
electoral outcomes). Which strategy, or combination thereof, actors choose, depends on
the information and capacities available to them, alongside structural factors that
determine the costs and benefits attached to each strategy.’

Mobilization as a Tool of in-Group Policing in Strongholds

Where actors have information about voters’ disposition and behavior, and, even more
importantly, the party can rely on strong networks for social control and for monitoring
the electoral base, we expect to see threats and intimidation to mobilize votes.” Such
information and capacities are primarily available in areas where one political party
dominates, and so we expect threats and intimidation to mobilize votes to be used to
target individuals within the perpetrator’s own electoral base within its own stronghold.
While parties in such contexts can be relatively certain that a large proportion of the
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local population will vote for them, uncertainty remains as to how large this segment
will be and whether individuals may defect and cast their vote in favor of the op-
position. While demobilization threats to keep opposition voters from the ballots could
be utilized to keep vote loss as small as possible, political control provides infor-
mational and structural advantages that permit parties to rely also on coercive mo-
bilization. Specifically, political control allows for two aspects that make mobilization
threats more efficient: the selective targeting of potential defectors and the monitoring
of compliance.

From the literature on contentious politics, we know that coercive behavior is unlikely to
attract the support of the opposing side. If anything, threat and coercion directed against
opponents are associated with backlash effects that enhance the support for the opponent
(e.g., Mason and Krane 1989; Sutton, Butcher, and Svensson 2014). Yet, selective targeting
of actual or potential defectors carries a much lower risk of backlash. Where large segments
are already voting in favor of the perpetrating party, mobilization threats may be seen as an
appropriate tool for in-group policing. Violence can be used to selectively sanction de-
fection from within the parties’ own constituency, forging compliance in the broader
group. This carries less risk of backlash. Existing work on motivated reasoning highlights
that individuals often justify, rather than blame, misconduct by others who share their social
identity (e.g., Silverman 2019; Solaz, De Vries, and Geus 2019). Co-partisans might even
perceive mobilization threats as a signal of strength and resolve (De Vries and Solaz, 2017;
Gutiérrez-Romero and LeBas, 2020; Vaishnav, 2017; Winters and Weitz-Shapiro, 2013),
and reward, rather than punish it, at the polls.

In strongholds, political parties not only have information and capacity to selectively
target dissenters, they also have the capacity to monitor compliance. In comparison to
contested areas where different political loyalties are manifest, actors can more easily
follow up on mobilization threats in contexts where their party networks are dense and
local dominance often comes with control over police and other agencies. When parties
are able to identify and follow up on the electoral behavior of potential dissenters, they
send a signal to a wider audience than the target that defection is risky and will be
punished. The dangers associated with defection can thus be signaled more credibly,”
which also reduces the risk of side-switching or defiance among the broader group of
voters that are bystanders to threats and intimidation. Using this strategy, reputation
costs and the risk of back-fire will be modest, but benefits in terms of deterring further
defection and enhancing the cohesion of the own electoral base are high (e.g.,
Travaglianti 2014; Wahman and Goldring 2020). Mobilization threats, therefore, have
symbolic value, not only likely to generate electoral support, but to solidify the control
of the dominating party more generally (LeBas 2006; Travaglianti 2014). This makes it
a relatively cheap but powerful tool for in-group policing.

Demobilization as a Tool of Disenfranchisement in Contested Areas

In politically contested areas, however, actors do neither possess the information nor the
capacities required to selectively target individuals. Electoral contestation—meaning that
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multiple parties have substantial support and actively compete for votes—places limits on
both the information political actors have about individual vote intention and on actors’
capacities to monitor compliance. This restricts the use of selective threats for mobi-
lization purposes. Where political control is fragmented and uncertain, actors do not
possess the networks and control over local populations and law enforcement to identify
voters’ dispositions and preferences at the individual level and are also not able to verify
whether voters complied with mobilization threats or not. Even if actors would opt to
violently mobilize opponents, there are viable alternative party options for individuals to
vote for. In contrast to strongholds, this also means that coercion can backfire, as voters
targeted with intimidation can more easily choose to switch their loyalties.

Perpetrators would like to avoid unintentionally demobilizing those who intend to
vote in their favor by violently mobilizing them, or—even worse—for repression to
backfire and produce even larger vote shares for the opponent. This makes mobilization
violence an unattractive strategy in contested areas, where it sends a different signal
compared to party strongholds. It is more likely to alienate voters—both within the
party’s own constituency, the opponent’s constituency, and among undecided voters—
pushing them (further) into the arms of the opponent. At the same time, compliance is
also unlikely to be monitored, making it a less credible and thus less effective threat.

We thus expect very little mobilization violence to occur in contested areas, where
the expected margin of victory is small. Instead, and in line with previous work, we
believe parties to rely predominately on demobilization threats to disenfranchise voters
who support the rival party or whose political allegiance is—at least—uncertain (c.f.
Rauschenbach and Paula 2019; Daxecker and Rauschenbach 2023). Parties weigh the
costs associated with demobilizing voters against its likely benefits. While demobi-
lization is likely to also occur in non-contested areas (unless there is complete
domination by a political party and no viable opposition whatsoever), the pay-offs from
efforts to strategically disenfranchise voters are particularly high where electoral results
are uncertain, and abstention of parts of the electorate can swing the vote towards the
own party.

We, therefore, expect demobilization to manifest itself as collective targeting in
these areas. In other words, we expect threats to be levied strategically on the collective
of voters deemed most likely to vote for the opponent based on their group affiliations,
such as their social identity or geographical residence. Demobilization violence is less
likely to backfire at the polls because it can more easily be monitored and non-
compliance credibly punished even where parties lack political control. Just as de-
mobilization itself follows a group-selective targeting logic, so does the punishment of
non-compliance. By observing turnout, actors can get an estimate as to whether their
threats have been complied with. Voters thus know that if election turnout suggests non-
compliance, those issuing demobilization threats are likely to punish the same col-
lective of voters that they intended to demobilize in the first place—independent from
individual culpability. This creates incentives to comply.

We do not only anticipate that threats and intimidation to demobilize rival party
supporters are more common in contested areas than in party strongholds, but also that
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these are more prevalent than mobilization violence overall. 4// parties in contested
areas face similar incentives—increasing their own electoral fortunes by reducing votes
for opponents—which implies that both incumbent and opposition have incentives to
levy threats and violence against those supporting the other side. This can escalate into
clashes between rival parties and their supporters, as well as competing claims and
counterclaims about culpability.

It follows from this that the numbers of voters threatened to abstain from voting will
be higher than the number of voters threatened to vote for a particular party, and that the
two forms of intimidation will dominate in different electoral settings. We summarize
our arguments in the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. Threats to deter citizens from voting will be more prevalent than
threats to mobilize citizens within the electorate.

Hypothesis 2. Voters in electoral constituencies where one party dominates have a
higher risk of being targeted with threats to vote for a candidate or party (mobi-
lization) compared to voters in closely contested constituencies.

Hypothesis 3. Voters in electoral constituencies that are closely contested have a
higher risk of being targeted with threats to refrain from voting (demobilization)
compared to voters in electoral constituencies where one party dominates.

Empirical Context

Case Selection

We test our expectations in the Indian state West Bengal. West Bengal is one of
28 states, located in the country’s Northeast. It is the fourth most populous state with
91 million people estimated by the most recent census. We conducted our face-to-face
survey after the 2019 elections for the national parliament (Lok Sabha), which took
place over six phases between April 11 and May 12 in West Bengal.” In the
2019 elections, the state-incumbent party Trinamool Congress (TMC) and the national-
incumbent party Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) were widely seen as the primary
competitors.

West Bengal is a suitable case for testing our hypotheses for two reasons. First,
elections see considerable violence aimed directly or indirectly at voters. The
2019 national elections and local elections held a year earlier experienced high levels of
violence, with more than 75 people killed in total.'® Second, despite frequent violence,
elections at various levels are nevertheless competitive and have been conducted
regularly.’ The incumbent party TMC dominates electoral competition since coming
to power in 2011, but opposition parties contest elections at all levels, elections are
closely contested in several districts, and some districts are controlled by opposition
parties. These features are important for our theory since, in a closed authoritarian
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environment, incumbents could simply unilaterally repress the opposition without
considering backlash or voters switching their loyalties.

Describing Mobilization and Demobilization Threats in West Bengal

This section presents qualitative evidence from newspaper reports to document the
presence of mobilization and demobilization threats in West Bengal. We rely on local—
that is, district-level— newspapers as the primary source; this is the best source because
West Bengal has a long and rich tradition of having many local newspapers located
across the state (Basu 2013).'> We gathered reports on threats and violence in the
2019 elections from 20 newspapers, covering all districts. We complement local re-
porting with national news."?

We begin with threats to mobilize voters, which should be concentrated in parties’
strongholds and aim to deter defection. We provide evidence of threats from several
constituencies, including TMC and BJP strongholds. In Jadavpur, an urban TMC
stronghold with a 21 percent victory margin in 2019, journalists reported that citizens
were forced to vote for the TMC. One incident made national news because threats to
vote for TMC were filmed; as the Times of India reports, a TMC polling agent was
caught on camera while instructing voters “to press the button number 4 for TMC.”'* In
Bhangar (an assembly constituency located in Jadavpur), local news reported threats by
the TMC against their own party workers and supporters to deter defection.'

In Jaynagar, a rural constituency won by the TMC with a 23 percent winning margin,
local news described threats by TMC officials against their own voters. During a party
meeting, the leader of the local village council said that “all the votes in the ten regions
of Bhangor must be cast in favor of the Trinamool.”'® Before elections, threats by the
TMC were also reported in a local college,!” and violence killing three TMC party
workers was seen as an attempt to enforce intra-party cohesion.'® Similar incidents
were reported in Diamond Harbour, an urban constituency that the TMC won with a
margin of 22 percent. In Budge town in this constituency, a local TMC leader was
recorded telling voters “that if you work for any other political party; your accounts will
be opened. Lok Sabha polls will be held in the same manner as Panchayat elections
were rigged.”"” Reports from these three constituencies confirm that the incumbent
employs threats selectively as a tool for in-group policing.

Compared to the incumbent party, TMC, the BJP controls fewer constituencies, and
its control of those localities is weaker. There is, however, some evidence of mobi-
lization threats in its strongholds. For example, the BJP won Purulia constituency with
15 percent of the vote in 2019. In Haratan village of this constituency, citizens were
threatened by the BJP as follows: “They have to join the BJP if they want to live in the
village, he threatened. With that demand, the two people were tied to a pole by cloth and
rope and beaten up, after an hour the BJP leaders and workers left the area.”°

We proceed to describe demobilization threats in several constituencies. Compared
to coercive mobilization, violence and intimidation directed at non-supporters in
competitive districts are better documented in media and other reporting. This is
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because parties and their local networks exert weaker control in those areas. We focus
on three constituencies with very narrow victory margins. Consistent with expectations,
intimidation and violence against rival party voters were common in competitive areas.
For example, violence in Malda South, a constituency decided with a margin of less
than 1 percent, involved clashes between local leaders and supporters of the two
primary parties, which are likely to have a deterrent effect on voters.”’ Candidates and
party workers also directly intimidated rival party voters.** Opposition parties accused
the incumbent of threatening their voters in Malda South, alleging that “the ruling party
is threatening in the name of door-to-door campaign.”*

Similarly, in Bardhaman-Durgapur constituency, a constituency decided with a vote
margin of less than 1 percent, election officials said that voters fled a polling station in
Jemua town after being threatened not to vote.”* In Bud town in the same constituency,
local newspapers also reported intimidation of opposition party voters by the TMC.?
Elections in Krishnanagar constituency were also closely contested, with elections
decided by a vote margin of less than 5 percent. The BJP accused the TMC of booth
jamming and threatening people not to cast their vote in large parts of the district,
including Chapra, Dompukur, and Hatisala areas.”® The TMC, in contrast, alleged that
the BJP was engaging in threats and violence. In Betai village in Tehatta, for example, a
TMC worker was beaten, allegedly by the BIP.?” Accusations of violence between the
parties continued after the elections. For example, the TMC was accused of violence
against BJP workers and supporters in Elangir town.*®

The above examples indicate that political parties in West Bengal use coercion as a
tool for mobilization and demobilization. When intimidation is used to mobilize, it is
aimed at voters at risk of defecting in parties’ own strongholds. In contrast, threats to
demobilize are aimed at rival party voters and seem to be more common in competitive
constituencies. In the following sections, we present the research design and findings
that establish these patterns more systematically.

Research Design

The Survey and List Experiment

To measure violent mobilization and demobilization, we embedded a list experiment in
a survey whose overall purpose was to obtain information about citizens’ views of and
experiences with the 2019 general elections, as well as democracy and governance
more broadly. The sample is representative of West Bengal’s population based on the
last available census data (2011), and was conducted just after the conclusion of the
2019 general election in collaboration with the Lokniti Program at the Center for the
Study of Developing Societies (CSDS).?’ Within West Bengal, we sampled ten
districts based on probability proportional to size (PPS).>* After blocking on rural/
urban locations, we used PPS to sample nine locations within each district (wards in
urban areas and villages in rural areas). In each location, we interviewed 12 respon-
dents, who were randomly assigned either the control list, the list with the mobilization
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treatment, or the list with the demobilization treatment. Households within these lo-
cations were chosen based on a random walk, and individuals in households based on a
simple random selection technique in combination with a 50/50 gender quota. The
survey was paper-based and interviews were conducted face-to-face in either Hindi
(92 percent) or Bengali (8 percent), depending on the respondents’ preferences.’’ We
discuss ethical considerations in the Appendix.

Asking individuals about experiences with coercion during elections is sensitive and
likely to be subject to social desirability bias. Admitting to having been threatened to vote
for a particular party or not voting at all might be seen as sensitive if respondents believe
that compliance to such threats violates norms of democratic and peaceful electoral
conduct.*> We thus leverage a list experiment, also referred to as the item-count tech-
nique, that is explicitly designed to reduce social desirability bias (e.g., Blair and Imai
2012; Corstange 2009; Imai 2011; Kuklinski, Cobb, and Gilens 1997). We follow a
wealth of studies that have used this technique to elicit truthful answers to sensitive
questions and randomly assign individuals to one of three equally sized experimental
conditions. The full list of items is included in the Appendix. First, a control group
received a list of four experiences that people in West Bengal commonly make during
elections, and that are non-sensitive. Second, a treatment group received a list that also
included a fifth and sensitive item asking about violent threats to vote for a party or
candidate (see Appendix, Box 1, marked bold). Third, a treatment group that received the
same list of non-sensitive items, but a different fifth sensitive item asking about threats to
refrain from voting. After receiving the list, all respondents are asked to state the number
of items they have personally experienced during the election, but not which ones.*’

The list experiment rests on the assumption that individuals understand the ano-
nymity granted by it. Since they only report the number of items they have experienced
but not which ones, it is impossible to identify whether they have been exposed to
electoral intimidation.?* Because individuals are randomly assigned to each of the three
experimental conditions, we can estimate the proportion of individuals having ex-
perienced mobilization and demobilization threats by taking the difference in the
average number of items chosen in the control group to the average number of items
chosen in each of the two treatment groups.>

We also include a direct question asking individuals whether they have experienced
violent intimidation both for mobilization and demobilization purposes (see Appendix,
Box 2), which allows us to further estimate to what extent individuals may hide this
experience by comparing the proportion of individuals that report having been
threatened in the direct question to the proportion estimated based on the list ex-
periment. To avoid priming respondents, we include the direct question after the list
experiment and pose a number of unrelated questions in between (Eady 2017). We
provide evidence in the appendix that our list experiment seems to satisfy the un-
derlying assumptions and that there are no major concerns about the random nature of
treatment assignment (see section C).



Daxecker et al. 13

List Experiment Results: Patterns of Voter Coercion

As a benchmark, we begin by estimating the proportion of individuals that were vi-
olently intimidated, that is, either mobilized or demobilized, based on the list ex-
periment.>® We compare the average number of items that the respondents answered
affirmatively in the control group to the number of items chosen in any of the treatment
groups (that is, we pool across the mobilization and demobilization treatment). We find
that this number is (with 2.596) substantially higher in the pooled treatment group
compared to the control group (2.408, Table 1). The difference of 0.188 indicates that
18.8 percent of respondents in our sample have experienced violent intimidation during
the 2019 elections in West Bengal (i.e., 2.408-2.596). To recap, in our theory section,
we proposed three hypotheses regarding the patterns of intimidation for our two
outcomes of interest. To begin with, we expect threats levied to demobilize voters to be
overall more prevalent in terms of the number of voters affected by this form of vi-
olence. Moreover, we expect demobilization threats to be more likely to affect voters in
competitive districts, whereas threats to mobilize citizens are more prevalent in party
strongholds where parties have informational advantages to engage in selective
violence.

To test our first hypothesis, we disaggregate the results by the type of intimidation. In
support of our expectation, we find that demobilization threats are much more common
than mobilization threats within the electorate in West Bengal. Respondents receiving
the demobilization treatment choose, on average, 2.669 items (Table 1), translating into
an estimated 26.1 percent of the sample having had experienced threats to refrain from
voting. In comparison, only 11.3 percent of respondents experienced threats to vote for
a candidate or party. This difference of 14.8 percent points is statistically significant and
consistent with our argument that threats of mobilization, in contrast to demobilization,
are likely to be more selective and target specific individuals. This indicates that it is
used to deter defection and as a tool of in-group policing rather than aiming to sway a
large number of voters.

To test hypotheses 2 and 3, we examine how a locality’s electoral geography predicts
the risk that individual respondents are being targeted with threats for mobilization
versus demobilization purposes. We expect that strongholds experience more mobi-
lization threats, while voters in contested areas experience more demobilization. We
anticipate that this argument operates at several geographic levels in West Bengal

Table I. Hypothesis | — Prevalence of Violent (de)mobilization, List Experiment.

Control Treatment AControl/Treatment
Pooled 2.408 (N = 262) 2.596 (N = 520) 0.188 (0.082)*
Mobilization 2.408 (N = 262) 2.521 (N = 257) 0.113 (0.097)
Demobilization 2.408 (N = 262) 2.669 (N = 263) 0.261 (0.097)**

Note. Standard errors for difference control/treatment in parentheses; p < 0.1, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.
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(Chatterjee and Basu 2020). On the one hand, state-level politicians decide overall
campaign strategies—including coercive campaigning—at aggregate levels such as the
constituency. On the other hand, politicians rely on local party networks for the im-
plementation of these strategies at the neighborhood or village level. In India and West
Bengal, the smallest electoral units are polling stations, and it is well established that
parties strategize at aggregate and local levels (Chatterjee and Basu 2020; Jha 2017).%’
We, therefore, anticipate that the competitiveness of constituencies and polling stations
affects demobilization and mobilization threats against voters and explore both em-
pirically below.

Parliamentary Constituency Results

We draw on parliamentary constituency data for electoral outcomes from the
2019 election to examine the effect of aggregate electoral geography on respondents’
experiences with threats. For each constituency, we record the difference in vote shares
between the winner and the runner-up and use geo-referenced information about survey
respondents’ PSU to identify the electoral geography of their locality.*® We choose to
rely on the 2019 election results, cognizant that final vote tallies also be influenced by
the patterns of intimidation that we study. The last comparable election results are from
2014, and over this 5-year period, the BJP has gained significantly in political influence
in West Bengal and stood as the TMC’s main contender as the elections in 2019 ap-
proached. Whereas the 2019 results may be influenced by threats and intimidation, we
assume that this impacts vote shares at the margin and that the main locations of
electoral dominance and contestation are known to the actors.

We classify a parliamentary constituency as being closely contested if the margin of
victory for the party that received the most votes is equal to or below the 25th percentile
of the vote margin’s distribution (i.e., =< 6.21 percent). We classify it as a party
stronghold if the margin of victory for the party that received the most votes is above the
25th percentile.*” Here, we differentiate between BJP and TMC strongholds to explore
whether the prevalence of violence differs across the incumbent and main opposition
parties in West Bengal. As there is no other party besides TMC and BJP that receives a
sufficient vote share in a constituency to be classified as a party stronghold, these three
variables are mutually exclusive and cover all respondents in our sample. Our sample
includes 23 out of West Bengal’s 42 parliamentary constituencies. We classify six as
contested, eleven as TMC strongholds, and six as BJP strongholds. This is comparable,
though not identical, to the distribution of non-sampled parliamentary constituencies,
which include nine contested, four BJP and six TMC strongholds. While not being
strictly representative of all of West Bengal’s constituencies, our sample thus provides a
relevant cross-section.

Table 2 provides evidence to evaluate Hypotheses 2 and 3 that make predictions
regarding the two different forms of intimidation across different types of constitu-
encies. We set this up as a subgroup analysis, reporting the prevalence of mobilization
and demobilization violence threats across three subgroups: (i) contested
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constituencies, (ii) BJP party stronghold, or (iii) TMC party stronghold. Our results
suggest that violent threats for demobilization purposes are more likely to occur in
contested areas, compared to party strongholds. We estimate 40.67 percent of indi-
viduals in contested areas to have experienced coercive demobilization, which is both
substantially and statistically different from the estimated 29.57 percent and
7.68 percent of individuals in TMC and BJP strongholds, respectively. Violent threats
to mobilize voters, on the other hand, are, with 15.78 percent, most prevalent in the
strongholds of the state incumbent party, the TMC. The prevalence is much lower in the
other localities we identify, and both substantially and statistically non-distinguishable
between contested areas and BJP strongholds. One plausible explanation for the greater
incidence of intimidation to mobilize in TMC strongholds is that the party controls the
state government, giving it greater control over police and, hence, more coercive
capacity. In contrast, the BJP, as the opposition party, has a weaker capacity for violence
and may simply be less able to credibly issue mobilization threats. This is in line with
our argument that mobilization violence requires both information and coercive ca-
pacities for it to make backfiring unlikely, and compliance verification credible.

Polling Station Results

We draw on 2019 election results at the polling station level to explore how local
electoral geography affects targeting with mobilization and demobilization threats. In
the 2019 elections in West Bengal, there were approximately 78,000 polling stations of
up to 1,500 voters per station. The Election Commission of India publishes polling-
station-level results from which we extract data on vote shares and total votes, using
these to calculate victory margins for each booth. We link polling stations to re-
spondents in our survey by identifying the five closest polling stations within a 1.7-km
radius of each respondent location. We describe data sources and variable construction
in detail in the appendix. We classify an area covering the five closest polling stations as
a party stronghold if a party has won at least three polling stations with a margin of
above the 25th percentile of the vote margins distribution (> 11.43 percent).*® All other
areas are coded as closely contested.

Results for mobilization threats are very similar to the parliamentary constituency
analysis (Table 2). With 18.78 percent, mobilization threats are most prevalent in the
stronghold of the incumbent party (TMC), while the prevalence is much lower in, and
statistically different from, both BJP strongholds (3 percent) and contested areas
(7 percent). Contested areas also see a much higher prevalence of demobilization
threats (27.65 percent) compared to mobilization threats (7 percent), which is com-
parable to the analysis at the parliamentary constituency level. Yet, different from the
more aggregate analysis, we find that the proportion of respondents who report de-
mobilization threats is, with 56.21 percent, the highest in incumbent strongholds. While
this is not in line with hypothesis 3, which expected demobilization threats to be most
common in contested areas, it might not be surprising, seeing that threats to demobilize



17

Daxecker et al.

10°0 > Gy ‘S0°0 > Dy ‘1°0 > @ ‘sosaypua.ed Ul sJ0.IS pJaepuels 310N

H6s01) TTET ('9) 00°0T (s¥'80) tTey 1(96'8) 58°TT (50°S) 0611 (£72¢) 9L¥¢ Pa10A 30N
w170 1991 (60°0) £5°S Havol) 61T (@) 100 (81°1) 908 (e0l) 66'L pa10A
o8eJoAe
(8177 8061 (so'1) oz «(TL°6) 80'9T (6271) €6T &1°1) 9¢8 (89'6) 0€°11 a|dwreg
PAUIQ/FT V DaUIg % 1% DAUIQ/TT V DI % 1%
uonezijiqowsQ uonezi|iqoj

"9DUS|OIA UONBZI|IGOWS(] PUB UONEZI|IqOLy SSO.Dy Sunuoday-iapun :suonedidw| 3|qeAtasqO °€ d|qeL



18 Journal of Conflict Resolution 0(0)

voters are, in general, much more common across the electorate in West Bengal
(Table 1).

Overall, descriptive results at the parliamentary constituency and polling station
level lend support to our theoretical expectations. Threats to mobilize voters are most
prevalent in incumbent strongholds, and while demobilization threats also occur in
these areas they are much more common than mobilization threats in contested areas.
Thus, while demobilization seems to be a useful tool for political actors both in their
strongholds and in areas where they face competition, the use of mobilization is much
more restricted and predominantly occurs in areas where parties have political control,
as well capacities to effectively issue threats and monitor and punish compliance.

In the appendix, section F, we probe some additional observable expectations, which
follow from our theoretical argument. These results, we argue, provide additional ev-
idence to our interpretations about how the targeting of voters plays out. First, examining
sensitivity bias that surrounds self-reporting of the two types of violent intimidation
(i.e., comparing the prevalence in the direct and list experiment questions), we see that
respondents are much more likely to under-report being subject to demobilization vi-
olence when asked directly, compared to mobilization violence. This is consistent with
our argument as denying being subject to mobilization-targeting might itself be seen as an
act of defiance. Second, we expect that admitting to mobilization violence is least
sensitive for those who report that they have voted because their observable actions are in
compliance with the coercive strategies. We find evidence in line with this. A more
elaborated theoretical logic and detailed results are available in the appendix (see Table 3
below for a summary of results).

Conclusion

In this study, we propose a theoretical framework for understanding the micro-
foundations of covert forms of election violence. We suggest that intimidation
comes in two forms. On the one hand, intimidation is often used to deter citizens from
voting and on the other hand, intimidation is also levied to mobilize people to vote for
the perpetrating party. Empirically, we combine descriptive evidence on the logic of
mobilization and demobilization threats coded from 20 local newspapers with novel
data from a list experiment embedded in a post-election survey conducted in the Indian
state of West Bengal. This design allows us to study the patterns and frequency of
threats to mobilize and demobilize voters within the same electoral contest. We argue
that demobilization threats will conform to collective patterns of targeting and thus
affect more voters than mobilization threats, which, on the other hand, are more likely
to be selective and levied strategically against individual voters. Corroborating this
argument in West Bengal, we find that although both strategies were used against
voters, the former is much more prevalent and occurs in contested areas, while the latter
affects parties” own strongholds, especially for the incumbent.

We expect to find similar patterns of mobilization and demobilization threats in other
contexts, in particular other competitive authoritarian regimes. Elections in West
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Bengal remain competitive yet are increasingly dominated by the state incumbent party,
leading to the uneven playing field typical for hybrid regimes (Levitsky and Way 2002).
In power since 2011, the incumbent has the party networks and coercive control
necessary for intimidating supporters in its own strongholds, while demobilizing the
opposition in competitive areas. Evidence from other competitive authoritarian re-
gimes, particularly those in which coercion remains a common campaign strategy, is
suggestive. In Nigeria and Zimbabwe, for example, incumbents rely on coercion and
other forms of manipulation to tilt the electoral playing field (Omotola 2010; Turnbull
2021). In both countries, qualitative accounts highlight the incidence of threats against
incumbent supporters in their own strongholds (Bratton 2008; LeBas 2006), while
quantitative assessments—relying on observational data—show that coercion happens in
areas with weaker incumbent control (Daxecker and Rauschenbach 2023; Rauschenbach
and Paula 2019). While in need of more systematic study, these patterns are consistent
with our findings; moreover, they corroborate the need for micro-level and qualitative
data in order to understand the full landscape of political violence. Our findings should
thus bear relevance for a range of places and contexts where dominant incumbents have
incentives to both keep voters from the ballots, and to force voters to them.

We conclude with two implications for scholarship and policy. First, strategies to
mobilize and demobilize voters have to be studied in the same analytical and empirical
framework to draw meaningful conclusions. Our study is the first effort to address this
gap in our understanding of important assumptions in existing work on the logic of
electoral violence. We show that areas commonly expected to experience little violent
contention—incumbent strongholds—may very well be coercive electoral contexts
where political actors use threats and intimidation to force citizens to vote for them. While
our study confirms previous research showing that intimidation to keep people from
voting is the dominant form of election violence in West Bengal, it also nuances existing
work by showing how a smaller yet sizable part of the electorate is violently mobilized.
Our study thus serves as a reminder for those tasked to deal with election violence—e.g.,
electoral management bodies and observers—that addressing intimidation for mobili-
zation purposes should be seen as a crucial cornerstone in the quest for electoral integrity.

Second, our focus on covert forms of election violence, rather than overt forms that
are commonly studied, is important not just for scholars of political violence but also for
the study of democratic politics. Threats and intimidation can more easily become part
of the repertoire of politics than overt violence, but they have not been subject to the
same academic scrutiny. Intimidation may be portrayed as a regular feature of political
and social life and become “mainstreamed” (Staniland 2021, 268-269), resulting in the
normalization of coercion in both the electoral context and beyond. This may threaten
to subvert democracy from within, a problem that concerns many other countries across
the world. As such, our findings should be informative for those who seek to understand
the micro-foundations of democratic retrenchment.
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Notes

1.

It is admittedly more challenging to gather information on covert forms, explaining why
major data collection efforts on electoral violence have centered on overt and lethal forms
(Daxecker, Amicarelli, and Jung 2019; Fjelde and Hoglund 2022).

. In this study we focus on pre-election violence, that is violence that can be seen as levied

strategically to influence the electoral process or the outcome of the vote until the an-
nouncement of results.

. Our conceptualization of election violence in this study is deliberately broad and not limited

to the actual infliction of physical harm. It includes coercive, illicit acts that violate the
integrity of the individual voter in an effort to influence the electoral outcome, including
threats and intimidation related to physical harm, as well as the psychological and economic
well-being of the individual (see, e.g., Bjarnegard 2018; Mares and Young 2016).

. This is not to say that all violence against civilians in the context of elections seeks to

influence their voting behavior. When it comes to patterns of violence, the pursuit of electoral
aims can be nested, for example, with efforts to coercively redistribute land and other assets
(Klaus 2020).

. We do not claim that these two are exhaustive of the full repertoire of electoral intimidation

and threats. Wilkinson (2004) for example, notes how electoral violence against out-groups
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.
17.

18.

19.

can be used to enhance the salience of in-group ties and provoke a spiral of antagonistic
group-mobilization that mobilizes the own electorate.

. This argument dovetails with the literature on political violence in the context of armed

conflict that highlights how violence is used strategically to shape the behavior of the targets
by “altering the expected value of particular actions” and thus ensure their compliance with
perpetrator goals (Kalyvas 2006, 26). Electoral violence is different from civil war violence
in how imperatives from the electoral contest intervene to shape targeting decisions, e.g., in
the need to mobilize votes. However, the trade-off between coercion and cooperation shares
important similarities across both contexts.

. This is parallel to theories of where and how selective violence manifests itself in the context

of civil war (e.g., Kalyvas 2006, 173-208).

. This advantage is most clear when it comes to the party’s ability to monitor turn-out, but

a well-informed party can also assess compliance after the results are out, provided the
number of defectors is low and the violent actor has a strong prior regarding who
they are.

. Local, state, and national elections are held every 5 years at overlapping intervals. Elections

at all levels are conducted in single-seat constituencies using First-past-the-post rules.
“Explained: How West Bengal has been fertile land for violence during eletions,” India
Today, May 16, 2019.

The 2019 elections were conducted by the Election Commission of India (ECI), which is
largely viewed as capable and non-partisan. While the ECI has been unable to stop violence,
voters can generally cast a secret ballot.

These newspapers cover local affairs, including politics and contentious events, and they are
more likely to report events in which the incumbent party is portrayed in a critical light than
state newspapers. State-level media are pressured to describe the incumbent in favorable
terms (Dhar 2016). Dhar (2016) notes that the Anandabazar Patrika and The Telegraph, the
two state-wide newspapers in West Bengal, were critical of the TMC and party leader
Mamata Banerjee until the party won the 2016 state elections, its second statewide victory.
The election led to the resignation of both newspapers’ editor-in-chief, and both now report
much more favorably on the incumbent party.

National media are less biased than state-level newspapers, but report primarily on intense
violence, such as killings, thus rarely covering intimidation.

“On cam: Poll rigging in West Bengal’s Jadavpur constituency” Times of India, May 19,
2019.

“Information from intelligence sources: Fear of political conflict,” Alipore Barta, April
26, 2019.

“Demand for arrest of Trinamooli chief of Bhangor,” Ganashakti, April 21, 2019.
“College in Jayanagar gripped by TMCP factional clash over student admissions,” Ga-
nashakti, July 14, 2018.

“Trinamool MLA killed in Krishnaganj by consecutive shots,” Ganashakti, February
10, 2019.

“Threats to voters, demand to arrest Trinamool leader of Budgebudge,” Ganashakti, April
14, 2019.
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20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

“Villagers were beaten for not doing BJP,” Purulia Pravati, January 18, 2020.

“TMC and BJP workers clash during polling in Malda,” Times of India, April 23, 2019.
“Lok Sabha Elections: Stray violence in West Bengal, over 33 percent votes polled in 4
hours” Times of India, May 6, 2019.

“Match 2: Obstruction in voting, Harassment of reporter, Bombing, Firing, Road blockade
Worry in Bengal for next phase,” Alipore Barta, April 26, 2019.

“Large-scale violence in 4th phase poll,” Times of India, April 29, 2019.

For example, newspaper Natunchithi writes that a local TMC leader threatened opposition
supporters to abstain in Bud town. See “Trinamool’s invading forces, backed by the police,
are running away,” Natunchithi, May 7, 2019.

“Large-scale violence in 4th phase poll,” Times of India, April 29, 2019.

“For not saying ‘Jai Shri Ram’ Trinamul worker was beaten indiscriminately, BJP was
accused,” Aajkal Agami, May 25, 2019.

“Trinamool accused of killing BJP workers in post-poll violence,” Aajkal Agami, May
25, 2019.

The fieldwork took place between July 27th and August 16th, 2019.

Because areas in which intimidation and violence run rampant may observe lower voter
registration rates, we chose to sample from administrative districts rather than voter lists to
include citizens not registered to vote in our sample.

Lokniti cautioned against the use of device-based surveys due to low levels of trust in such
techniques among the population.

At the conceptual level, threatening voters to vote for a particular party is different from
threatening negative consequences in case an individual does not turn up to vote (irrespective
of vote choice). We contend that in practice, coercive mobilization will be perceived as
directional by the nature of the actor engaged in the threat.

The formulation of the sensitive item does not explicitly refer to threats and intimidation
related to physical harm, and could also be interpreted more widely to refer also to threats of
economic harm. We do not consider this a threat to our inference, as even economic coercion
could fall under the broad theoretical framework we outline. Moreover, threats of physical
harm are so widespread in the context we study that it is likely that respondents reflect on
these threats in their responses.

Unless respondents choose all items on the list. We, therefore, design the experiment so that
one non-sensitive item on the list is unlikely to have been experienced by voters (Blair and
Imai 2012) (“a politician personally came to your house to discuss his or her candidacy™).
We note that a problem with subgroup analyses as done to test hypotheses 2 and 3 is that list
experiments require large sample sizes for their estimates to be precise, resulting in large
uncertainty surrounding some of our point estimates—particularly for estimated prevalences
that are relatively low. We, therefore, rely on simple difference-in-means tests rather than a
multivariate regression framework. While results from the list experiment should thus be
interpreted in light of this limitation, they provide—in combination with the qualitative
evidence— a robust picture and assessment of our hypotheses.

We lose 298 observations due to item non-responses. See the appendix for details.
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37. Evidence from the 2019 elections in West Bengal supports our claims. For example, in
Birbhum district, local newspaper Jhor quotes TMC district president Anubrata Mondal as
follows: “For different blocks, the diseases are different, and so are the medicines. I have
advised everyone to start taking these medicines and you would be cured overnight, ready to
head towards the booth in the morning.” While the ECI placed Mondal in detention over this
statement on election day, he told local journalists the following: “I’ve already given the
necessary dosage. What would they do by taking away a single phone of mine? My workers
have thousands of phones.” These quotes demonstrate that parties in West Bengal set
strategies at the aggregate level and then devolve their execution of these strategies to local
party workers. The statements also reveal the use of threats and coercion. See “A ‘Drama’
named Surveillance,” Jhor, May 6, 2019. National media covered this incident, but with
considerably less detail, see “Birbhum Trinamool leader Anubrata Mondal under surveil-
lance,” The Hindu, April 29, 2019”.

38. We access election results from the Lok Dhaba repository (available at https://lokdhaba.
ashoka.edu.in/) and merge respondents’ geo codes on a shapefile of parliamentary con-
stituencies by the DataMeet India com- munity (available at https://github.com/datameet/
maps/blob/master/Country/india-composite.geojson).

39. Resulting from first-past-the-post electoral rule and a volatile party system, it is common for
parties in India to win elections with 35%-40 percent of the vote. Since parties understand
this, seats with winning percentages above 60 percent are rare. For example, the BJP won the
2019 elections in India with a vote share of 34 percent, and received more than 50 percent of
the vote in only half of all seats won (Chhibber and Verma 2019).

40. It is unsurprising that victory margins are somewhat larger at the polling station than at the
constituency level. Elections are won at the level of the constituency, which is where parties
center campaigning.
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